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Human activities are the highest threats to marine environment; different authors have 
proved that the main reason to this problem is a lack of ocean environmental awareness and 
literacy among the public and assume that enhancing public awareness and knowledge of 
oceans will lead to increased public support for ocean restoration efforts. Following this line of 
reasoning, our study develops a questionnaire to investigate current levels of students’ 
knowledge and informedness concerning the oceans, and also the factors influencing ocean 
environmental awareness. As a preliminary study, this questionnaire is applied to students from 
Xiamen University. This is one of recognized institutions in China, situated in a coastal area 
and where a large number of students (Chinese and international) are trained.  
Using data gathered from a random sample of 429 students in March 2013, three main 
points (Ocean environment concern, ocean environment knowledge and Participation in ocean 
related actions) are examined as explanations of students’ ocean environmental awareness. We 
also examine the influence of different factors (Education, geographical situation, age, gender, 
studies degree) on the awareness holding and finally we analyze the preferred source of ocean 
related information among the students.  Findings suggest that ocean environment concern, 
ocean environment knowledge and willingness to participate in ocean related activities are 
useful indicators of ocean environmental awareness levels. We find that the levels of ocean 
environmental awareness depend on different factors; the analysis confirmed a link between 
ocean knowledge holding with educational background, and geographical situation. Age and 
gender also appear to influence ocean environmental awareness. 
The results confirm a need to improve students’ ocean environmental awareness as gaps 
still exist; most students show a high concern about the ocean environment but their knowledge 
about ocean issues is still low which makes the willingness to participate in ocean related 
actions low as well. Education can help to close the gaps and make students involved in future 
ocean management.   





















































For some time now, ocean issues have been the focus of many institutions and individuals 
in the world for the simple reason that the most dominant feature in the world is the Ocean. 
Understanding the ocean is integral to understand the planet on which we live. This 
understanding is essential to sustain our planet and our own well-being (Cava, 2005).   
However, for many years, ocean topics have been ignored, the most focus have always been on 
environment in general making young people and the general public ocean awareness being at 
a low level (Greely, 2008). 
 It has been observed that the problems our oceans are facing are mostly due to ignorance or 
lack of interest in ocean issues among the public. At no other time in Earth’s history have 
humans had as great an impact on Earth’s natural systems. Globally we face a number of social, 
economic, and environmental issues resulting from interactions of human activities with the 
global ecosystem. With the human population at 7 billion people as of October 2011, and 
projected to be 9 billion by 2050 (Population Reference Bureau, 2011), the pressures caused by 
these interactions are unlikely to abate. The need for food, clean water, fuel, and space will 
increase. Changes to the natural and built environments will continue to have significant 
economic and other social impacts. Just one example the impact of declines in fish stocks on 
the economies and cultures of many coastal and island communities hints at the range and 
complexity of these changes (NAAEE, 2011). Disagreements about how best to approach these 
issues will continue to challenge social and political systems. 
The best approach to address this issue as proposed by different scholars should be an 
involvement of the public in ocean management, marine policy and decision making. In fact 
the world’s oceans are not only the domain of the government and international organizations; 
they are also a concern of every human being. All those who have interest in the future of the 
oceans are natural and necessary participants in processes of ocean policy formulation and 
implementation (Emma et al., 2011).  
Ocean environmental awareness is an important tool in raising people involvement in 
marine environment protection. It is assumed that people who are more aware about the state of 
















marine environment. Furthermore, most activities undertaken to protect the marine 
environment affect the lives of people at some point. In order to guarantee the population’s 
toleration and desirably participation of primarily political action, the awareness is aimed to be 
high (Steel et al., 2005). Efforts to raise ocean environmental awareness usually start with 
assessment of what people already know about the oceans and what are their current attitudes 
toward marine environment in order to know how to improve.   
This research develops a questionnaire for ocean environmental awareness measurement 
and applies it on Xiamen University students as a preliminary study. The results show that 
students don’t have enough knowledge about the oceans in order to participate in related ocean 
decision making. This has been linked to a number of influencing factors, and the study 
suggests an improvement of ocean environmental awareness working with the influencing 
factors.  
Evaluating the level of ocean environmental awareness is a helpful tool in raising ocean 
awareness as it shows the existing gaps and then responsive measures can be taken. Previous 
studies have developed questionnaires just for ocean literacy evaluation and mostly focused on 
secondary or primary schools; the current research tried to go beyond those boundaries and 
evaluated not only ocean literacy but ocean environmental awareness among university 
students. The following sections will define the key terms and give much detail on our 
findings.  
1.1  Research Interest 
The World needs a diverse, knowledgeable, and adequately prepared workforce to enhance 
understanding of the marine environment and make decisions regarding complex ocean- and 
coastal-related issues. In 1929, the America’s National Research Council emphasized that 
advances in ocean knowledge would depend on an ocean-related workforce sufficient in size 
and ability, with ample educational opportunities at its disposal. In today’s competitive world 
of knowledge-based, technology-driven economies, with increasing demands on ocean and 
coastal resources, this need is even more relevant and urgent. 
In 2007, SOST (subcommittee on ocean science and technology) published “charting the 
















and implementation (RPPIS)”. Recently in February 2013, SOST updated these priorities in 
“Science for an ocean nation: update of the ocean research priorities plan”. In this report, 
Ocean literacy has been highlighted several times as one of the current priorities in ocean 
research. 
The report says that ocean awareness emphasizes development of a multi-disciplinary 
ocean workforce and an ocean-literate citizenry that better understand the majesty and mystery 
of the ocean, our coasts, and the Great Lakes, and make well-informed decisions about their 
use. Improving education and ocean awareness will involve a long-term commitment to change, 
beyond tomorrow’s ocean scientists, managers, and decision makers. Public perception shifts 
with familiarity; people protect what they understand and perceive as valuable. Familiarity 
with healthy ecosystems and the tangible and intrinsic values provided by them are no 
exception. The report confirms that education and understanding among the ocean workforce 
and the general public regarding the importance of ecosystem services that benefit both society 
and individuals will, over time, alleviate anthropogenic pressures and concomitant ecosystem 
degradation. 
Xiamen University, being an institution holding young people from different nations, can 
contribute as well in ocean awareness promotion but before this, a survey about the current 
level of ocean environmental awareness is necessary in order to know where to start and where 
to put more focus. 
1.2  Statement of Purpose  
This research has been conducted in order to develop a questionnaire to measure the level 
of ocean environmental awareness among university students. The measurement method has 
been then applied to Xiamen University students as a preliminary study. University students 
are the future leaders, stakeholders, decision makers… and they will always have a relationship 
with the ocean in one way or another in their daily lives. In this research some factors 
influencing ocean environmental awareness will also be analyzed. The students coming from 
coastal cities are likely to be more connected to the ocean than the students coming from the 
landlocked countries and maybe more aware about the oceans issues. But as they all have 
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